Materials Flow
Materials flow, in its most literal sense, is a systems approach to understanding what happens to the materials we use from the time a material is extracted, through its processing and manufacturing, to its ultimate disposition. The U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) investigates how materials affect the economy, society, and the environment. The purpose of this work is to understand how and why we use our resources and to identify policies and practices that make resource use more efficient and more protective of the environment. Some materials-flow studies identify and trace trends that, if they continue, could have worldwide economic and environmental impacts. For example, when considering the total domestic non-food, non-fuel material consumption, a current significant trend is the declining share of renewable resources, such as agricultural and forestry products (i.e., cotton and wood), and the increasing share of nonrenewable resources, especially construction materials. Another type of materials-flow analysis is the commodity mass balance study, which follows and quantifies the flow of a single commodity through its entire cycle. These analyses identify areas where adverse impacts could be minimized through reducing wastes at the source of the materials, improving waste utilization, and enhancing efficiencies. Commodity mass balance studies have been completed on arsenic, boron, cadmium, chromium, cobalt, lead, manganese, mercury, salt, tungsten, vanadium, and zinc. 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1995 
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